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Abstract  
This study is a theoretical attempt to analyze a category of femininity which is called Christian-Orthodox femininity within the 
conceptual framework of the symbolic interactions and social representations. This paper focuses on outlining the characteristics 
defining the social identity of the orthodox femininity and its social roles as they are depicted in the primary resources of the 
Christian Tradition. The aim is to theoretically delineate a new model of feminine social identity and to bring sociological and 
theological arguments in favor of the points of view. 
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1. Introduction. Social configuration of feminine identity 
The common perspective of all theoretical approaches analyzing the identitary phenomenon in its multiple 
dimensions is that the individual cannot define oneself as an identity without making reference to the other. There 
have been identified several models or identitary types which are interrelated. This has been the very ground on 
which all the theories about woman’s social identity have evolved. There are numerous approaches related to the 
feminine identitary construction. If we were to consider only the feminist doctrine, it incorporates a whole political, 
social and juridical philosophy in which woman’s identity is permanently reinvented. Even a brief presentation of all  
these theories would constitute the body of a separate research. Since they do not represent our main concern, we are 
going to tangentially refer to them. 
If the social history of gender justifies the dialectic on which all the analyses have relied so far, we believe that 
our modern civilization is ready to go beyond an antinomic type of approach. We are referring to the classical 
approach of gender differences, the antinomy between femininity and masculinity. Ideologically speaking, we can 
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envisage a movement from feminism to post-feminism. Some of the exaggerations supported by feminism were 
useful in their socio-historical context due to the fact that they had the power to bring about significant mutations 
concerning serious social issues like gaining some natural rights (the right to vote, other civil rights, contraception). 
Other ideas supported by feminism have become obsolete for a long time especially from socio-historical point of 
view. Nowadays the woman’s social status is shaped according to completely different principles. The woman 
would sooner define herself by taking herself as a referential point. The social worthiness of femininity has 
increased to such an extent that there is no need for an external evaluation, namely from the masculinity sphere. 
Since gender differences profoundly marked the gender identity, we will briefly review the main feminine 
identitary traits and we will mention some of the most general hypostases of femininity in order to further develop 
the feminine identitary concept announced in the title of this study – the orthodox feminine (also called the orthodox 
femininity). 
The traditional model of femininity is characterized by submission and conformity to a masculine sexual model, 
passivity, self-sacrifice, maternity, protecting attitude, self-actualization in the private life. The contrast between the 
traditional traits of femininity and the non-traditional ones are obvious: autonomy, sexual independence, desire to 
reach fulfillment in the professional field, emancipation, self-actualization or at least visibility in the public space. 
The housewife, the religious woman is in sharp contrast with the businesswoman or the feminist one. Starting from 
the fact that on the social stage the opposition between the traditional and non-traditional femininity have become so 
obvious, we can sense that the latter has the tendency to monopolize owing to the intense promotion of certain 
women who are labeled as being powerful, independent and desirable models to follow.  
The public visibility of the models regarded as desirable or successful by mass-media represent the best-selling 
image and the commercial value of these “public figures”. The identity of such characters is diluted in the image 
created by them. The traditional model of femininity is often ignored. It becomes visible in the public eye only when 
mass-media considers it appropriate to be shown in a certain temporal context: the great religious holidays, 
occasions on which the traditional model of femininity is intensely promoted and commercialized. The universe of 
this type of woman is the household, the preparation of the traditional dishes, the church attendance. Another 
tendency is that of blending the two typologies more or less successfully. We have no intention of pleading in favour 
of any of them or to put forward any syncretic model. Irrespective of what society offers or claims, women have the 
liberty to construct her own feminine identity and to consequently assume her natural role of social actor. The social 
actors’ life is determined by a person’s identity is based on the gender distinctions. From a feminine perspective, the 
other is the masculine according to which she defines herself. Michel Foucault in his book The History of Sexuality 
and Pierre Bourdieu in La domination masculine consider that the differences between the masculine and the 
feminine are created by society. In their turn, Julia Kristeva, Hèléne Cixous and Dale Spencer criticized the 
masculine language and pleaded for a feminine writing and form of expression without which we would not have 
the chance to explore women’s experiences and feelings in a sexist society. Yet, we cannot overlook the 
predispositions and the biological peculiarities characterizing genders. However, all the psychological, socio-
cultural, linguistic and symbolic distinctions stem from certain preconceptions and stereotypes imposed by social 
rules or ideologies. Distinctions of this type originate not only from gender oppositions, but especially from social 
clashes between tradition and modernity, public and private area, domineering and dominated social categories, 
patriarchy and matriarchy.  
The contrasts existing in the present Romanian society have a negative impact on the female identitary 
construction due to the unstable values and the models’ devaluation. In this social context, the woman’s affiliation to 
the Christian-Orthodox values provides the elements of stability of permanence needed for the formation of any 
identity. It is what the theorists dealing with the identity concept call the sense of belonging to a group.  
A woman belonging to the Christian-Orthodox community finds not only her religious identity, but also her 
social identity. As an actor of the Christian- Orthodox community and of the society as a whole, a woman assuming 
to lead her life according to the Christian values will confront with a series of challenges. These add to the 
difficulties, successes and failures of a life led in a less coherent and secularized society. The option to live 
according to the principles and values preached by the orthodox Christianity may be inspired by the need for 
stability, security and resilience in observing the moral precepts. These can be found in the social role assumed by 
women in the orthodox community. Woman’s valuation, the respect shown by the Orthodox Church and the model 
of femininity promoted by this institution can be the ground for assuming the social role of a Christian woman. 
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Therefore, the risks of assuming the Christian moral values in a morally devalued society are insignificant in 
comparison with the risks of a social existence based on doubtful values and models. 
We shall further analyze the peculiarities of the Romanian Orthodox femininity and how this type of femininity 
is perceived both by the groups to which the Orthodox woman belongs and by the Romanian society as a whole. A 
peculiar characteristic is represented by the way in which the orthodox femininity interacts with the Christian-
Orthodox patriarchy existing in hierarchy, in Church Tradition, in doctrine, in ritualistic practice. There are 
commentators, especially from the feminist area, who consider that patriarchal dominance and gender opposition 
specific to Christian-Orthodox cult would have an effacing effect on the identity of the orthodox femininity. In our 
opinion, this statement seems far-fetched. There are differences and patriarchy is domineering. However, this 
situation does not annul the identity of the Orthodox femininity. On the contrary, it sometimes has an empowering 
effect on it. The theoretical perspectives used in this study are: the symbolic interactions, social representation 
theory, identitary theory, religion sociology; the methodological elements used are: direct participatory observation 
during the sermons as a member of the Christian-Orthodox community, indirect observation of the Christian media 
sources, comparative analysis of the data collected through all the methods previously mentioned. The sociological 
theoretical framework within which we unfold our analysis relies on both sociological and theological sources.  
2. Peculiarities of the Orthodox feminine identity  
The Orthodox femininity has a protagonist – the Orthodox woman. The Orthodox feminine is a category of 
femininity. Our endeavor is to delineate the area of orthodox feminine or Christian-Orthodox feminine. The 
construction of this category implies the suggestion of also accepting other categories like Roman-Catholic and 
Protestant feminine because they fall under the same notional sphere of Christian feminine. This term belongs to a 
research area called theological feminism. The syntagm has been defined and used by some occidental universities. 
Our purpose is to articulate a social profile of the Orthodox feminine typology which is independent of any feminist 
orientation. It is intended to find arguments in favor of the necessity to radically change the patriarchal tradition of 
the Christian churches. We want to identify those characteristics of the Christian femininity and that of the Orthodox 
feminine in particular, with a view to understand the social condition of the Christian-Orthodox woman as an actor 
in the contemporary society. The occidental theological feminism comprises quite an extensive coverage of the 
concept of social change implying a synthesis of the values promoted by the laic modern society (including the 
liberal-feminist ones) and the traditional, patriarchal ones. They even resort to the concept of negotiating the 
patriarchal values and principles which do not rely on any doctrinal fundamentals so that they might be declared null 
and void by churches. The representatives of this theoretical trend claim that the patriarchal norms have to be 
contested and replaced with values like gender equality. A question arises why is this traditional model of femininity 
still preserved so obstinately? Delivering an answer to this question, we expect to gain a new perception on the 
Orthodox feminine identity. The Orthodox femininity is a dynamic religious identitary category having the essential 
traits which reflect all the social roles. 
The genesis of the Orthodox feminine identity can be accurately reproduced of we opt for enumerating the 
defining characteristics established by the Holy Tradition. The appearance and development of the individual 
identity, the habitation in the social milieu are influenced by the conditions provided by it and the individual 
behavior, attitudes and actions in relation to the social reality means adaptation. Therefore, the social milieu in 
which the Orthodox feminine manifests itself is characterized by certain conditions and factors to which the 
Orthodox women must respond. The consensus about faith, actions and attitude pervades in the social milieu of the 
Christian community. As for the Orthodox woman’s interaction with other social groups, she quite frequently faces 
attitudes, beliefs and actions which are hostile to her. The reactions shown by the others towards the Orthodox 
feminine manifested publicly or privately are many and various but they seldom lead to conflicting situations. The 
opposition becomes manifest especially at the perception level. The Orthodox feminine identity is diluted in the self-
image projected by the others. From this point to labeling her is only a step away.  
The identitary dimensions of the Orthodox feminine as a social group identity is grounded in the Christian-
Orthodox faith and the religious and socio-moral values belonging to the Tradition of this Church. Guided by them, 
the woman chooses to adopt the Orthodox categories and to represent the social reality through the perspective of 
the traditional orthodox system. Thus, the Orthodox woman discovers a Romanian social reality whose values often 
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contravene her own social perceptions. The Orthodox feminine become visible not only in relation to the reality of 
society as a whole, but also through the social ties from the other social groups she belongs to: the family, the circle 
of friends, the professional milieu. The relationships cultivated within the community of believers have already been 
described in the previous section of the chapter. 
At the social level the noticeable opposition between the Orthodox woman’s system of values and that of the 
secularized social milieu does not degenerate into conflicts. These become manifest especially in small groups in 
which we see the Orthodox woman playing different social roles – nuclear and extended family, the circle of friends 
or acquaintances, the professional milieu.  
Being under the peer influence, the questions related to herself fall on the second place and a consensus 
dominates her relationship with the other members of the Orthodox community. The expectations that the female 
has from her reference group – the group of believers, are not the same with those from the affiliation group. It is 
said that we do not choose our family (the affiliation group), but if what we freely chose is integrated into another 
group which is significant to us, then that group’s values become a reference point for us. “The way we dress 
ourselves, speak, feel and behave under certain circumstances is determined by our reference groups.” (Zygmunt 
Bauman, Tim May, p.41). 
In any interaction, just like in communication, we need at least two social actors. An essential acquisition of the 
self is the availability to solve conflicts. The attitudinal reciprocity in solving a conflict and the availability of those 
involved transform the interaction in a social relation based on mutual respect which springs from self-esteem. 
Conflicting situations have the quality of testing the identity force. The Orthodox woman often confronts with what 
she herself calls “temptations”, “trials”, or “sacrifices” in order to test her faith in God and those qualities she 
considers that she has gained only due to her faith (tolerance, understanding, etc). “The self power is expressed by 
the individual’s ability and availability to trial the social pressures interiorized by the “self”, testing its true 
resistance and limits, in other words, causing them and  bearing their consequences.” (Zygmunt Bauman, Tim May, 
p.41).  
At the opposing pole there is the aggressive behavior which appears when one of the social actors does not show 
any respect towards the others’ expectations. The Orthodox woman has the necessary power to find a compromise, 
her qualities enabling her to get the priorities right in relation with everyone’s duties and expectations.  
To all these possible scenarios of social interactions the Orthodox woman responds according to the way in 
which she understands herself. In fact, this understanding stems from the attitudes which the others have towards 
their own identitary features. We therefore envisage an exchange and “from the others’ responses one gains a wider 
self-knowledge”. (Zygmunt Bauman, Tim May, p.41). The dominant image about the Christian-Orthodox femininity 
is that described in The Bible: God made the man – “He made the man and the woman” (The Creation, 1.27); the 
woman was created because “It is not good for the man to be alone; let’s make a proper aid for him” (The Creation, 
1.28) “and they will be both a body”. Therefore, the Edenic femininity meant to be helpful and to make the others 
feel they are not alone. At least, this was the reason why God created the woman. Then the snake (the enemy, God’s 
opponent) tempted man by striking his softest spot – the woman. She was the man’s weak point. Here we have the 
femininity seen as weakness in front of temptation. The man fails to be forgiven by God after he ate the forbidden 
fruit. This failure to assume guilt is the cause of man’s fall: the man puts the blame on the woman who tempted him: 
“the woman you gave me offered the fruit and I ate” (The Creation, 3.12); the woman puts the blame on the snake. 
In the current interpretation it is the woman who is to blame for the ancestral sin. Consequently, the curse put on the 
woman by God could justify this perception: “And He said to the woman: I will always multiply your misfortunes; 
in pain you will give birth to your offspring; you will be attracted to your man and he will dominate you.” (The 
Creation, 3.12). The fatalist destiny of the fallen man implies that the woman should bear the burden of pregnancy 
and the painful birth labor and especially the pre-established role of a submitted passive mother who should receive 
both good and bad and feel attracted to masculinity. 
The sin redemption is delivered by a virgin. “And Mary said: Here it is the God’s subject. May your will be 
done!” (The Holy Gospel of Luca, 1.38). It seems interesting to us the fact that by uttering these words, Mary 
accepts a humble condition only in relation to divinity and not to the man. In this case femininity means the 
maternity full of protecting joy, submission and wisdom. She know to receive, she proves to have patience - not 
feebleness, chastity – not shame.  
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Thus, the Christian-Orthodox tradition outlines the feminine characteristics by taking into consideration two 
ancestral models – Eve, the first woman created by God and Virgin Mary, the mother of the same God’s Son. Who 
is the woman at the social level and what does she represent?. 
3. Hypostases of the Orthodox Femininity 
The social manifestation of dual nature (body and soul) of the man, on one hand, the expression of a social 
identity of the self as a person living in a social milieu in which he interacts with the others, and on the other hand, 
the expression of a religious identity of the soul establishing a personal relation with the sacred world. When the 
soul’s needs associated with the sacred become visible in the social milieu, they have to be integrated into it. 
Although the two dimensions (sacred – secular; social milieu – religious milieu) are in opposition, the present 
approach is not a dialectic one.  
The social hypostases or ideologies are categories of the sociological thinking made by the researcher of the 
social life with a view to explaining the reality as objective as possible. The social hypostases are category 
constructions which order various societal forms, processes, facts and structures. They divide the social to fulfill the 
need for a more profound comprehension of the human social life. 
The hypostases of the Orthodox femininity appear as a result of a multitude of factors which contribute to the 
formation of this social identity. The typology analysis allows us to divide these social factors into fragments of 
social habitation so that we might understand them as objectively as possible. The factors influencing the formation 
of the Orthodox woman’s social identity are both of a social (profane) and divine nature (sacred). Therefore, the 
hypostases are constructed from this double perspective.  
The typologies under discussion make reference to a social category formed on the basis of a natural criterion – 
that of gender. The hypostases of the Orthodox femininity can be identified according to the following sets of 
characteristics: the origin and the beginnings of the hypostasis, the social and religious functions it fulfills, the 
characters’ charisma, particular forms of each hypostasis in turn. 
Thus, we expect to discover the orthodox woman in her hypostasis of an active social actor involved in the life of 
the community to which she belongs. We can discover that through her actions, beliefs and values she can succeed 
in modifying the social milieu by getting involved in missionary, charitable actions or by imposing herself as a 
charismatic character or model. Typologies are formed under the influence of certain factors (individual, social, 
religious, historical, cultural, juridical and economic) exerted on the sets of the main features which are 
characteristic to a group. The ideal model or the archetype, a personality who may embody the whole range of 
hypostases is added to this structure. The ideal model of femininity is Virgin Mary. Holiness, monasticism, 
deaconry, chastity, widowhood are all social representations of femininity. 
In order to focus more consistently on the general ideas mentioned above, we shall follow the historical thread 
and see the evolution of the Orthodox femininity since its beginnings. The period is contemporary to what the 
historians and theologians call the Tradition. Since chronologically speaking, this period coincides with the history 
of the Byzantine Empire, we also locate this research in the social framework of Byzantine civilization. One can find 
only sporadic references made to woman in the primary historiographies of the Byzantine Empire. The 
hagiographies and the sets of monastery regulations contain secondary information about the woman’s status from 
that époque. The low number of nun’s monasteries and the slim interest in such monastic settlements determined the 
loss of many documents that made reference to women. The juridical sources and the testaments offer us more 
thorough information about the woman of those times. (Guglielmo Cavallo (coord.), 2000. p.139). 
The documents from that period of time preserved information according to which “the Byzantine patriarchal 
society had an ambivalent attitude towards women, an attitude which is manifested most explicitly through the 
frequently used antithesis between Eve and Virgin Mary: the former is continually denigrated because she tempted 
and convinced Adam to eat from the forbidden tree of knowledge and therefore she caused the fall; the latter is 
worshipped as chaste and pure Mother of God, whose Son descended from heavens in order to take upon himself the 
worldly sins and to offer humanity the possibility of redemption and eternal life.” (Guglielmo Cavallo (coord.), 
2000. p.139). 
According to WACH, the natural age and sex gaps are modified more slowly in religious groups in comparison 
with other groups. Based on the arguments supported by the Tradition the gender differences are an integral part 
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from the doctrine and the practices observed by the group of Orthodox believers. Typologies set the connection 
between the individual and collective aspects of the religious practice. In addition, the social manifestations of 
religion are like a oscillation between the individual and the collective. Defining social hypostases enables the 
sociologist to evaluate to what extent typologies influence one another and overlap. For example, the tension of 
chastity and that of marriage as a means of procreation was blurred in the case of some women who were sanctified 
after going through all hypostases during their lives.  
The researcher interested in the female condition in Christ’s Church starts from the premise that her status in the 
religious institution is bound to be one of inferiority. Such a hypothesis is based on overwhelming evidence in the 
canons, the religious cult practices and in the historiographies of those times as well as in the multiple statements 
found in the Scriptures or made by the Holy Fathers of the Christian Church. The scientific fascination of the topic 
and the great delight with which all these practices and statements are deconstructed ensure a special intellectual 
pleasure. To comment on the unbeatable logics of Paul’s letters which make references to the woman’s place in the 
church, to denounce ancient rites dating from the Jewish tradition which stipulates woman’s inferiority and impurity 
when she gives birth or during her periods is undoubtedly a real intellectual challenge. 
References 
Bauman, Zygmunt, & May, Tim. (2008). Gândirea Sociologică,  (Romanian ed.). București: Humanitas, (Chapter 1). 
Beavoire, Simone. (1956) The second sex, Book two – Woman’s life today, H. M. Parshley. 
Cavallo, Guglielmo (coord.), (2000) Omul bizantin, (Romanian ed.) Iași: Polirom,. 
The Bible: (The Creation, 1.27;1.28; 3.12), (The Holy Gospel of Luca, 1.38), (1994). (Romanian ed.) București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de 
Misiune al BOR.   
